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the service as a reference. Academicians 
will find much useful reference informa- 
tion, helpful to many of their individual 
research endeavors in the subject areas. 


MEDICARE AND THE HOSPITALS: 
ISSUES AND PROSPECTS. By Herman 
Miles Somers and Anne Ramsay Somers. 
Washington, D.C.: The Brookings Insti- 
tution, 1967. xvi and 303 pages. 


Reviewer: Thomas L. Wenck, Associate 
Professor of Insurance, Michigan State 
University. 


This book is the second title published 
in the Brookings Institution’s Studies In 
Social Economics. The Institution, in 
publishing a study, presents it as a 
competent treatment of a subject worthy 
of public consideration. By selecting Pro- 
fessor and Mrs. Somers to author the book, 
the Institution assured itself of a com- 
petent treatment of the subject. The au- 
thors are eminently qualified because of 
their extensive research and previous writ- 
ings in the health area. That the subject 
of their study is worthy of public con- 
sideration is res ipsa loquitur. 

This study is concerned with several 
important issues confronting hospitals. 
The authors and Brookings have chosen 
the occasion of the enactment of Medi- 
care to bring to the public’s attention the 
major issues confronting the hospitals, 
and therefore the American people. The 
authors acknowledge in their preface 
that “Most of the issues antedate medi- 
care.’ However, an analysis of the inter- 
action of Medicare with the hospitals had 
to be included because of the large and 
crucial role Medicare will have in the 
future of hospitals. 

As stated in the preface, the purpose 
of the study 


. is to examine the character and origins 
of these issues, to anticipate the difficulties 
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that lie ahead, the probable direction of 
future developments, and to appraise the 
likely effects on the overall organization 
and financing of health care in the United 
States. 


An objective evaluation of the book 
leads one to the conclusion that the pur- 
pose of the study is basically accomp- 
lished, although it is believed the treat- 
ment of the likely effects of financing 
health care could have been expanded. 
Because of the subjective, controversial 
and emotion charged nature of the sub- 
ject and the issues surrounding it, every- 
one will not agree with the Somers’ find- 
ings and recommendations. This they 
acknowledge, as they also do the fact that 
“in so complex a field there are seldom 
single correct answers or simple solu- 
tions.” Regardless of this, the discussion 
of the issues and perceptive insights pro- 
vided by the authors are deserving of 
very thoughtful consideration. 

The book is organized into three parts. 
Part I, which contains three chapters and 
provides a background for Part II, de- 
scribes the legislative history and admin- 
istrative setting of Medicare and also the 
American voluntary hospital. Part II, con- 
taining seven chapters, deals with the 
major issues of hospital organization, 
quality controls, staffing, planning, financ- 
ing and cost controls. Medicare’s influ- 
ence on these issues as well as other 
aspects of health care are detailed in 
this section. Part III consists of one chap- 
ter in which some insights are provided 
into the future of Medicare and hospitals. 

Depending upon one’s philosophy and 
viewpoint, the reader will be pleased or 
unhappy with the liberal position of the 
authors regarding Social Security in gen- 
eral, Medicare in particular, and _ their 
statement (p. 24) “The government, as 
mass purchaser and subsidizer of the 
health establishment, cannot be neutral 
as to its character, cost, and conduct.” 
Many readers of more conservative bent 
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will undoubtedly question the authors’ 
acceptance of Medicare and the role of 
government in the area of health care. 
Also, they will probably wish more atten- 
tion had been devoted to the financing of 
Medicare benefits, while concurrently 
acknowledging that the authors’ extensive 
treatment of costs has a relationship to 
the financing issue. 

Regardless of one’s philosophical views, 
the reader will undoubtedly be impressed 
with the depth and extensiveness of the 
authors’ knowledge of their subject. Part 
I provides an excellent background for 
the subsequent discussion of issues, par- 
ticularly for those not familiar with either 
Medicare or hospitals. Part II is the heart 
of the study and what truly makes this 
book significant. It could be argued that 
the authors erred in attempting to evalu- 
ate and project the effects of Medicare so 
soon after its enactment. It is believed, 
however, that the lack of extensive sta- 
tistical data does not detract from the 
generally excellent quality of the discus- 
sion of the issues. In fact, the authors 
bring to the subject such perceptive in- 
sights and such a wealth of knowledge 
that the issues discussed do not need the 
support of Medicare. 

The primary role of the hospital is 
emphasized throughout the discussion of 
the issues. It is evident the authors think 
in terms of the hospital as the locus of 
providing and receiving most types of 
health care in the future. Considerable 
discussion is devoted to hospital planning, 
stafing, and organization to achieve that 
end. Yet the study does not explicitly dis- 
cuss the significance of this to organized 
medicine. Since the inception of Blue 
Cross, a fundamental issue in the provi- 
sion of health care is, who is going to con- 
trol the practice of medicine, the doctors 
or the hospitals? 

The authors contend that (p. 103): 


The rapid institutionalization of medicine, 
the increasing dependence of physicians 
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on each other, on paramedical personnel, 
and on expensive specialized equipment 
and facilities, and the altered character of 
hospitals have demanded that the physi- 
cian be absorbed into the general hospital 
organization. ... 


Perhaps the Somers’ may be attempting 
to establish a normative situation when 
they state (p. 107) “. . . any system of 
stafing that stresses the role of the doctor 
as individual entrepreneur is bound to 
conflict with comprehensive care and 
lead to inferior medical services.” 

Unfortunately, many of the excellent 
points and recommendations made in 
this study probably will not be imple- 
mented until this fundamental issue is 
resolved. Money and power—lots of it— 
are involved in this issue. The book pro- 
vides some rare insights into just how 
important this is to the doctors, in Chap- 
ter VII where hospital-specialist relations 
are discussed and to the hospitals in the 
discussion of reimbursement for depreci- 
ation and the “plus” factor (pp. 171-185). 
Based upon experience thus far, one can 
reasonably conclude the issue is not easily 
resolved since it has been alive for nearly 
forty years. Ultimately this issue and the 
others discussed should be resolved on the 
basis of what is best for the public rather 
than what is best for the doctors or 
hospitals. 

The chapter on hospital planning con- 
tains many excellent points and specific 
recommendations. Not everyone will 
agree with all their recommendations, but 
the authors recognize this and include a 
discussion of the pros and cons of their 
proposals. Chapters VIII and X deal with 
hospital costs and are filled with public 
policy considerations. The treatment is 
comprehensive and generally excellent, 
with the possible exception that the sug- 
gestions (p. 195) for reaching uncon- 
trolled hospital costs through state rate 
control agencies may be weak and un- 
realistic. 
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The problem of medical costs, as al- 
most everyone knows, is very real and 
deserves the utmost consideration. As the 
Somers’ point out (p. 192), 


In no other realm of economic life today 
are payments guaranteed for costs that 
are neither controlled by competition nor 
regulated by public authority, and in 
which no incentive for economy can be 
discerned. 


Therefore, all of the authors’ proposals— 
regardless of how strong or weak—should 
be given serious consideration to the end 
of controlling and reducing costs while 
improving the quality of care. 

Part III concludes the book by exam- 
ining some of the more probable changes 
in the Medicare program, while including 
some observations on the supplementary 
medical insurance part of Medicare. It is 
in this final chapter that cost implications 
for private health insurance companies 
are considered, and the prognosis for the 
future appears rather grim. The last sec- 
tion of the chapter takes a very interest- 
ing look at the hospital of the future. It 
remains to be seen how accurate the 
authors are as prognosticators. 
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No article, book, or review will be all 
things to all people. However, by skillful 
writing, consideration of all pertinent 
points, proper qualification where appro- 
priate and objectively covering the vari- 
ous alternatives surrounding carefully de- 
lineated and researched issues, one es- 
tablishes oneself as a competent and 
authoritative author. Applying these cri- 
teria to this book, one quickly concludes 
that Professor and Mrs. Somers are two 
of the most competent authors in the 
health field today. 

This book deserves the careful consid- 
eration of every person and organization 
involved in any way in the provision of 
health care. It goes to the crux of such 
important issues, that to ignore or not 
fully consider those issues and the recom- 
mendations contained in this study will 
justify a charge of dereliction of duty. In 
the words of the authors, “It is high time 
to face up to these issues.” The authors 
and the Brookings Institution are to be 
commended for their treatment of the 
subject and for bringing these issues be- 
fore the public and the purveyors of 
health services. 
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